CLASSES 7 AND 8:

One of the most fascinating areas of this topic is the strange way in which the two towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum were buried in two completely different ways by the same volcanic eruption. Herculaneum was closer to the volcano and so was buried up to about 20 metres in volcanic lava and rock. Pompeii was further away, but because of the way the wind was blowing on that day, was buried up to about 4 metres in ash and pumice. This meant that the damage done to each place was completely different in character and that the excavation of the remains had to be different in each town too. This information is contained in the handout "Discovery and Excavation". Another great story in this topic is the completely random and fluky nature of the discovery of the towns in the modern age. So in these two classes, I would recommend the study of the archaeological approaches to the two towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum. The two figures which are useful to concentrate on are the 19th century archaeologist Giuseppe Fiorelli and the contemporary archaeologist Sarah Bisel. To accompany this use the photographs of the plaster casts from Pompeii to explain Fiorelli's technique. Here I would also introduce the piece by Sarah Bisel about her discoveries of bodies at Herculaneum with the photos attached. These are powerful images and always stimulate lively discussion about several aspects of the story such as: Who were these people? How can archaeologists tell someone's social standing from their bones? Why had they not run away earlier? How do people behave in a major disaster situation? Why do we find these images so compelling today? The worksheet on this material is number 4.
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The legend of the lost city
‘As time passed Pompeii was forgotten. In the fifth
century Rome fell and Italy collapsed into barbarism
and ignorance. But for more than a thousand years the
legend of a lost city lived on.

In 1594 Count Muzzio Tuttavilla decided to build
an aqueduct to carry water from the river Sarno to his
villa at Torre Annunziata at the foot of Vesuvius. As the
workmen were digging along the southern slopes of the
volcano they uncovered ruined buildings. They even
turned up an inscription on which was written decurio
Pompeis. This inscription, which referred to a town
councdillor (decurion) at Pompeii, was believed to come
from a villa belonging to Pompey the Great. The matter
was soon forgotten. A century later a well was being
dug when once again inscriptions were brought to the
surface, including one that referred to Pompeii. Again
nothing was done.

Herculaneum and Pompeii are found

In spite of these two discoveries Pompeii was not the
first of the buried towns to be excavated. In 1710,
thirteen kilometres further up the coast at Resina, a
peasant was digging another well in which he dis-
covered large slabs of marble. A local nobleman seeing
the marbles realized at once what they were and bought
the land. Herculaneum, one of the buried towns had
been discovered. A great treasure hunt began.

For nearly forty years Herculaneum was robbed.
Its treasures went to adorn noble houses. When this
excavation proved difficult people remembered the
other finds. On 23 March 1748 digging began at
Pompeii.

For more than a hundred years the excavations
proceded in a haphazard way. They depended entirely
on the whims of the kings of Naples who changed
regularly as Austria, Spain and France vied for power in
Italy.

Fiorelli takes over the excavations

In 1860 Garibaldi united Italy and the struggle for power
in Naples ended. Guiseppe Fiorelli was appointed
Professor of Archaeology at Naples and took over
control of the excavations. It was to this man more than
any other that the scientific excavation of Pompeii was
due.

Fiorelli cleared away the mounds of earth that
littered the site. These mounds had been moved
backwards and forwards as the excavators wanted to dig
new areas. He cleared the streets so that one could see a
plan of the town. He divided the site up into numbered
regions. Then, using the street plan, he numbered each
area that was surrounded by streets calling these insulae
(islands). These are equivalent to the blocks in a modern
town. Each doorway was also numbered so that every

house and shop could be identified. For example, the
house of Lucius Ceius Secundus is in region I, insula 6,
doorway number 15.

Fiorelli’s excavation journals

Now for the first time detailed accounts of the
excavations were kept. These listed the site where an
object was found, its position within the site and its
depth in the ground. It also stated any conclusions that
might be drawn from this. Fiorelli insisted that
wherever possible things should be left in position
within the houses. Prior to this all valuables had been
removed to form great collections; paintings had been
prised off walls and mosaics ripped from floors. It is a
great tragedy that today so many of the priceless
treasures of Pompeii are stolen by unscrupulous
collectors. Some tourists even break off pieces from
objects as souvenirs.

Perhaps Fiorelli is best remembered for his plaster
casts of the dead. Many skeletons were found at
Pompeii. The fascinating thing was not so much the
skeleton as the imprint of the body which was shown in
the ashes. When people who were caught by the
eruption died, the ashes and pumice settled around their
bodies. Then the rain came which washed more ash
down to fill in the cracks between the pumice stones.
This then hardened to seal in the bodies. In time the
flesh and clothing decayed and disappeared leaving only
the bones, but every detail of the body was imprinted in
the ashes. Fiorelli invented a method of casting copies of
the bodies by pumping a type of plaster into the cavity
left by the body. This process has since been used to cast
doors, shutters and even tree roots.

The process was used to fill a cavity discovered
during the excavation of the house of Vesonius Primus.
When the plaster cast was taken out it was found to be a
dog complete with collar (see right). It had been
tethered by a chain in the atrium of the house. As the
ashes had come in through the opening in the roof they
gradually began to fill the room. The poor creature had
climbed up higher and higher until his chain was
stretched taut. Then, still struggling to get free, he had
been buried alive.

The later excavations

Since Fiorelli’s time the technique of excavation has
continued to improve. The buildings of Pompeii were
generally crushed by the weight of the pumice and
ashes. The tops of those buildings which remained
standing and protruded above the ashes were robbed for
building materials by later generations. One seldom
finds a building higher than about four metres. Many
buildings have now been restored with reconstructed
roofs, so today one can enter a building and get an idea
of what it must have been like.
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[image: image3.jpg]Above: The excavations at the Below: Fiorelli’s process.
rear of the house of Marcus When a body is discovered
Lucretius region 1, insula 6, plaster is pumped into the
no. 2. The garden is being cavity so that the original
excavated. Several bodies shape of the victim can be

were found here (see p.48). cast.

Below: The plaster cast of the

‘body shown above. Notice the
clear impression of his

Right: The cast of Primus’ dog
which died in agony, its head
pulled down by the chain with
which it was tethered.

Left: A copy of folding doors
made by Fiorelli’s process.
These are from the Villa of the
Mysteries. Window shutters
and door posts have been
cast by this method during the
recent excavation of the Villa
of Poppaea at Torre
Annunziata.

Overleaf: An aerial view of the
excavations at Pompeii. The
picture is taken from the
south. Centre left is the forum
and bottom right the two
theatres.
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@ Mount Vesuvius erupts violently.
Some of the people of Herculaneum try
to escape by sea, but they suffocate in
boat chambers by the beach. The town
is buried under 65 feet (20 metres) of
ash and pumice.
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@ Workers digging a well in the town of
Resina, built on top of Herculaneum,
discover the ancient theater. An
Austrian prince hears about the
discovery and loots the theater of its
beautiful marble and bronze statues.

@ Vesuvius erupts as the Allied forces
attack Italy.

@ Nazi chief Hermann Goering takes
famous bronze statues that were once
buried in Herculaneum from the
museum in Naples. They are returned
after the war.

A.D. 203-1139
@ Vesuvius erupts violently at least
eleven times in this period. In the
following centuries the volcano will
erupt once every twenty-seven years on
average, causing more ash and pumice
to fall on the buried town.

1750-1765
@ Karl Weber, an architect, discovers
and draws plans of the Villa of the
Papyri from an underground tunnel.
Workers recover bronze statues and
papyrus scrolls.
@ Herculaneum’s tunnels are closed.
People become more interested in
Pompeii, which is easier to excavate.
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1982-1988
@® Ditch-diggers discover the first skele-
tons on Herculaneum’s ancient beach.
@ Dr. Sara Bisel excavates and studies
these skeletons and those found in
nearby boat chambers, telling the

world for the first time what the
Herculaneans were really like.

1503
@® A mapmaker named Ambrogio
Leone draws a map of the region of
Campania, in Italy, and marks Her-
culaneum close to its actual site for the
first time in centuries.

@ Over the years more and more of
Herculaneum is excavated.

@® In the twentieth century, archaeolo-
gists use new machines and techniques
to uncover a large part of the buried
town.

@ Two masked robbers with revolvers
steal over 250 valuable artifacts from a
Herculaneum storeroom, including the
Ring Lady’s jewels. These treasures
have not yet been found.
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wealthy family, like the baby. She had probably
been a slave who died trying to protect the baby of
the family she worked for.

And there were many others. Near the slave
girl lay the skeleton of a seven-year-old girl whose
bones also showed that she had done work far too
heavy for a child so young.

We found a sixteen-year-old fisherman, his
upper body well developed from rowing boats, his
teeth worn from holding cord while he repaired his
fishing nets.

Particularly heartbreaking were the two preg-
nant women I examined, for we were also able to
recover their tiny unborn babies, their bones as

WHAT BONES
TELL US

The human skeleton
contains about two hundred
bones. Bones are rigid
because they contain
calcium — the same
substance that is in
eggshells and teeth. While
you are alive, your bones are
alive, too. Blood runs
through them, they have
their own nerves, and they
grow and change shape and
absorb chemicals, just like
the rest of your body.

Once a body is dead, after
the clothes and flesh have
rotted away, the hard
skeleton still holds many
clues as to what the person
was like when he or she
was alive.

Hosing down an ancient skull.

fragile as eggshells. One woman had been only
about sixteen years old.

Though it is fascinating to reconstruct the life
of a single person by examining his or her bones,
for anthropologists and historians the most useful
information comes from examining all of the
skeletons of one population. This is one reason
why Herculaneum is so important.

During the next few months we opened two
more boat chambers. In one we discovered forty
tangled human skeletons and one of a horse; in
another we found twenty-six skeletons creepily
lined up like a row of dominoes, as if heading in
single file for the back of the chamber.

The skeletons represented a cross-section

bones and teeth are formed,
we can also tell whether they
had certain diseases, or
whether they had been
starved or been sick as
children. If we grind up a
small piece of bone and put
it in a chemical solution, we
can analyze the solution in a
laboratory and find out what
minerals have been
absorbed by the bone, which
can tell us what kind of

food a person ate.

Muscles are attached to
bones. When muscles are
used frequently, they
become bigger and pull on
the places where they are
attached. The bones will
then change shape to create
more surface for the
muscles to attach to. By
examining the shape and
weight of certain bones, we

By ““reading’’ and
analyzing a skeleton,
scientists can discover the
person’s sex, race and

height. We can see
approximately how old a
person was at death, and

can see which muscles were
used, and what kind of work
or exercise a person might
have done.

approximately how many
children a2 woman had. By
looking at the way people’s
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of a whole town —
old people, children
and babies, slaves,
rich and poor, men
and women, the sick
and the healthy. By
examining all these
skeletons, we can get
some ideas about how
the townspeople lived
and what they were
like physically.

‘We found out,
for example, that the
average Herculanean
man was 5 feet 5 inches
(165 centimetres) tall,
the average woman
about 5 feet 1 inch
(155 centimetres).

In general, they were
well nourished. And we
have examined enough
people to know that
although the rich
people had easy lives,
the slaves often worked
so hard that they were in pain much of the time.

Studying these skeletons closely can also help
medical researchers and doctors. In ancient times,
many diseases could
not be cured by surgery
or drugs. Instead, peo-
ple kept getting sicker,
until they eventually
died. By examining the
bones of these people,
we can learn a great
deal about how certain
diseases progress.

By the end of my
stay in Herculaneum, I
had examined 139
skeletons. Their bones
were sorted into yellow

[

The Romans usually
cremated the dead and
placed their ashes in urns
like this one.

| spend day after day in my laboratory sorting, examining and
gluing bones together.

plastic vegetable crates that lined the shelves in my
laboratory. And each box of bones has a different
story to tell.

Even though I can’t tell the good guys from
the bad, and I can’t tell you whether they were
happy or not, I know a great deal about these
people. I can see each person plainly. I even
imagine them dressed as they might have been,
lounging on their terraces or in the baths if they
were wealthy, toiling in a mine or in a galley if
they were the most unfortunate slaves.

Most of all, I feel that these people have
become my friends, and that I have been very
lucky to have had a part in bringing their stories to
the rest of the world.




[image: image7.jpg]caught my eye as it
glinted in the sunlight.
It was a gold ring.

When we unco-
vered the rest of the
hand, we found a
second ring. And in a
clump on her hip we
found two intricate
snakes’ head bracelets
made of pure gold, a
pair of earrings that
may have held pearls,
and some coins (the
cloth purse that had
probably once held
these valuables had
long since rotted away).

We ended up
calling her the Ring
Lady. She was about
forty-five when she
died. She was not
terribly good-looking;
her jaw was large and
protruding. There were
no cavities in her teeth,
but she did have gum
disease, which left tiny
pits in the bone along
her gum line. If she had
lived today, her dentist
probably would have
advised her to floss
more often!

In fact, most of the

Herculaneans I examined had very good teeth,
with only about three cavities each. Today, many
of us have about sixteen cavities each, in spite of
all our fluoride treatments, regular dental checkups
and constant nagging to floss and brush! But the
Romans had no sugar in their diet. They used
honey, but not much, because it was expensive.
Instead, the Herculaneans ate a well-balanced diet,
including much seafood, which is rich in fluoride.
Not only that, but they had strong jaws from

Top: 1 carefully place each bone in a plastic vegetable
crate to be transported to my laboratory.

Abave: The Herculaneans had good strong teeth because
they ate no sugar. Here, | clean these ancient teeth much
as you clean yours today...but without toothpaste!

chewing and tearing
food without using
knives and forks. And
they did clean their
teeth, scrubbing them
with the stringy end of
a stick rather than using
a brush and toothpaste.

On the other side
of Portia we dug up the
skeleton we called the
Soldier. He was found
lying face down, his
hands outstretched, his
sword still in his belt.
We found carpenter’s
tools with him, which
had perhaps been slung
over his back. (Roman
soldiers often worked
on building projects
when they were
between wars.) He also
had a money belt
containing three gold
coins. He was quite
tall for a Roman, about
5 feet 8 inches (173
centimetres).

When I examined
the man’s skull, I could
see that he was missing
six teeth, including
three at the front, and
that he’d had a huge
nose. And when I exa-

mined the bone of his left thigh, I could see a lump
where a wound had penetrated the bone and caused
a blood clot that eventually had hardened. Near the
knee, where the muscle would have been attached,
the bone was enlarged slightly. This indicated that
he would have had well- developed thighs, possibly

Right: We called this skeleton the Ring Lady because of the
two gold rings she wears on her left hand. We also found two
bracelets, a pair of earrings and some coins by her side.
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